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Executive Summary

In 1991, a Task Force on Cooperative Education began a study
on improving the cooperative education system in the United
States. In this joint study by USDA’s Agricultural Cooperative
Service (ACS) and National Council of Farmer Cooperatives
(NCEC), information and opinions were gathered from coop-
erative educators, organizations, and institutions throughout
the Nation.

The Vision

From this study, the Task Force developed the following Vision
for Cooperative Education:

Every individual in the United States should have enough knowl-
edge about the cooperative form of business enterprise to know its
general distinguishing characteristics, to assess its appropriateness
to meet economic and social needs, and to recognize cooperatives’
purposes and benefits. Every cooperative member should have
enough knowledge about the cooperative form of business enterprise
to know his or her responsibilities toward the cooperative and what
is expected in the way of control, finance, and patronage.

Three-Front Plan

The Task Force proposes a Three-Front Plan for bringing
renewal and regeneration to the cooperative education sys-
tem. The plan involves making the upfront investment in edu-
cational materials and infrastructure, improving national-level
coordination, and aggressively marketing cooperative educa-
tion to key educational decisionmakers.

FRONT I— Making the Investments involves redevelopment of
the resource base— materials and human expertise—for pro-
viding cooperative education. It calls for expanding, updating,
and redesigning basic educational materials, establishing a
program to educate the educators, and conducting a program



of research on the performance of cooperative education pro-
grams. An infusion of public and private resources is neces-
sary to complete this critical base phase.

FRONT II— Improving National Coordination involves develop-
ing structures, functions, and modes of communicatign to
improve coordination of the diverse components of the coop-
erative education system. One aspect is the creation of a
national clearinghouse for improving the widespread avail-
ability and use of materials and programs.

FRONT III— Expanding the Base of Support involves establish-
ing an aggressive marketing campaign directed at the leaders
in cooperatives and educational institutions to demonstrate
the value of investment in cooperative education. The cam-
paign calls for one-on-one peer contacts using the results of
performance-related research, knowledge of the improved
materials base, and a renewed national commitment to coordi-
nation.

Other Findings and Highlights

Why Cooperative Education? Three primary purposes for coop-
erative education were identified: (1) Setting the stage for suc-
cessful cooperatives; (2) Providing everyone with enough
knowledge about the cooperative form of business enterprise
to make an informed assessment of a cooperative as an option;
and (3) Providing sufficient understanding to responsible
individuals and public policymakers to assure continued sup-
port for the cooperative form of business enterprise.

The Changing Education Environment Over the past two
decades, the environment for cooperative education has
changed in several significant ways. These include changes in
the nature of cooperatives and cooperative business, audience
demographics, resource constraints, philosophy of coopera-



tive leaders, public perception of the value of cooperative edu-
cation, technological advances, and preference of many orga-
nizations for investing in internal education programs.

How Have Cooperative Education Audiences Changed? A num-
ber of changes in the audiences for cooperative education

¢
were noted: a decline in numbers of students with farm back-
grounds; an aging member base of traditional agricultural
cooperatives; growth of urban audiences; growth in variety of
uses of cooperatives in non-agricultural settings; blurring of
the distinction between rural and urban audiences, emergence
of self-interest as a motivating force; increased demands on
the time of both students and educators; increased technologi-
cal sophistication; and questioning attitudes of the general
populace.

Strengths of the Present System The present system has several
strengths that will be of value in the future. These include a
continuing widespread dedication to cooperative education, a
basic institutional structure capable of implementing needed
educational innovations and improvements, an array of mate-
rials and programs currently available, public interest in the
rejuvenation of rural America, and renewed interest in public
education.

Little Overlap Found Contrary to common perceptions, the
Task Force found little overlap in effort among the cooperative
education providers. In fact, there is a remarkable level of
coordination and assignment or acceptance of roles. Most
organizations or institutions serve specific and well-defined
audiences with specialized programs geared to those audi-
ences.

What Message Should Cooperative Education Deliver? The basic

orientation for cooperative education must be one of self-inter-
est: How individual interests can be better served through
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group action. Recipients of cooperative education must be
shown how the cooperative form of organization can personal-
ly benefit them. Cooperatives must be presented as an effective
organizational option within the American business system.
While many topics need to be covered within a complete coop-
erative education program, they must be constantly linked back
to cooperative principles in their most basic and easily under-
stood form.

What Are Priorities for Changing Materials? Materials must be
individualized both in use and message, with a focus on
hands-on activities and approaches. They must be adaptable
to short learning periods. Messages must be simple and prac-
tical. Control by the end-user, in terms of how and when the
materials are used, cannot be compromised. The core of mate-
rials used in cooperative education will include traditional
written materials and visuals, videos, and software for per-
sonal computers. These media and technologies are widely
available, highly adaptable, relatively simple to learn and use,
and flexible in terms of the timing and duration of use.
Providers of materials and programs should focus resources
on filling gaps in current offerings using these mainstream
technologies.

How Should Materials Be Targeted? Except for some special sit-
uations, the basic content and materials for cooperative educa-
tion are relatively well defined and developed. However,
depending on a single format or presentation for a given topic
will not be sufficient in the future. Materials must meet the
unique needs of specific audiences. Unless educational materi-
als and programs carry the appropriate message to identified
audiences, the effectiveness of cooperative education will be
diminished.

Who Will Be the Educators? Essential to cooperative education
is a core of educators knowledgeable in cooperatives and
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cooperative issues. An extensive investment in training this
vital educator core is required. Key educator groups should be
targeted, including county or State Extension personnel, sec-
ondary-level teachers of agricultural education, general busi-
ness and social studies, university teachers in agribusiness
and business, and education specialists within cooperatives.

Ag and Non-Ag Efforts Must Be Merged. The nearly automatic
assignment of cooperative education by schools and universi-
ties to agricultural departments or programs must change.
Cooperatives are not limited to agriculture. The segregation
between agricultural and non-agricultural cooperative educa-
tion cannot be maintained. Bridges must be built between
agricultural and other segments of our educational system.
Collaborative research and curriculum development is also
required.

The National Materials Clearinghouse. Lack of knowledge of
availability of materials and programs was repeatedly identi-
fied as a problem constraining teaching of cooperative con-
cepts. A central clearinghouse function is needed to collect
and widely disseminate information and descriptions of coop-
erative education tools, programs, and other resources avail-
able from all segments of the cooperative community. The sys-
tem would need to be constantly updated and include
materials relating to all types of cooperatives. A speakers
bureau function could also be maintained. Funding, broad-
based support, and cooperation will be necessary.

Elementary and Secondary School Programs. The primary goal
of cooperative teaching in elementary and middle schools is to
introduce students to the term “cooperative” and show basic
benefits that may be achieved from cooperation. At the sec-
ondary level, a fuller description of cooperatives is possible,
as a part of business, economics, or social studies programs.
Teaching techniques may include working examples,
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practicums, and hands-on acquaintance with local coopera-
tives. Any new burden upon public education systems
imposed by the addition of courses or units on cooperative
education competes for an already critically limited pool of
time and resources. Support for teacher training, purchase of
school materials, and other support by cooperatives and their
associations will be required. This approach has been used by
cooperative organizations in some States to place ACS'’
“Understanding Cooperatives” in secondary schools. At the
elementary school level, NCFC’s “Business in Our Town”
could be handled the same way.

University Level Programs. At the university level, cooperative
topics should be included in courses that address business,
economics, management, accounting, or organizational sub-
jects. In some instances, separate courses on cooperatives are
appropriate. Expanded cooperative education at the universi-
ty level will require more appropriate teaching materials,
introduction into nonagricultural areas, and a major familiar-
ization of faculty with the role and importance of cooperative
businesses. Research is an integral part of the university edu-
cational mission and should also be expanded beyond the tra-
ditional agricultural economics curricula.

Youth and Educator Groups. Cooperative education planning
must involve the many organizations that support educational
institutions or groups of students, including adults. Examples
are FFA, 4-H, National Vocational Agricultural Teachers
Association, National Association of County Agricultural
Agents, Ag in the Classroom, farm organizations, and various
committees on special areas of education. These organizations
are extremely active in the education of youth and play an
important role in establishing priorities in public school cur-
riculum development.



Education Within Cooperatives. Successful cooperatives have
leaders, members, and employees who understand their roles
and obligations within the cooperative setting. Directors are
the single most critical audience for cooperative education,
because the survival of the cooperative depends on their abili-
ty to make complex decisions in some very specialized areas.
Employees must also understand the cooperative, because
they are the primary direct contact with members. Only if
cooperatives themselves are committed will educational investments
be made and programs conducted and only then will the benefits of
education be realized by the cooperative.

Critical Role of State Cooperative Councils. A considerable
amount of cooperative educational work done outside indi-
vidual cooperatives is conducted or facilitated by State coop-
erative councils. State councils are uniquely positioned to
communicate with and influence all parties to the cooperative
education process. Because of the critical role they play on
behalf of their own members in the cooperative community,
State councils must be strongly supported and their needs
given high priority.

How Can We Bring About the Necessary Changes? The basic
challenge is to induce those who should be involved with
cooperative education to become involved. Individuals, insti-
tutions, or cooperatives have the incentive to become involved
in cooperative education when it contributes to achieving
their goals. Out of this, we define two strategies for increasing
involvement in education: (1) establish, encourage, or other-
wise promote the adoption of goals supportive of cooperative
education; or (2) demonstrate how cooperative education con-
tributes to achieving existing goals.

Cooperatives Must Provide Support. Unless cooperatives them-
selves are motivated to provide privately conducted educa-
tion, whether by cooperatives themselves or through organi-



zations they fund, few other efforts will be successful.
Motivation for cooperative education must be clear and
strong, or it will not be translated into funding for specific
cooperative education projects and programs.
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Cooperative Education
Task Force: Final Report

PART I: A VISION FOR COOPERATIVE EDUCATION

Any set of ideas and prescriptions designed to inspire
and guide must begin with a vision of what should exist at the
end of the journey. The Task Force is guided by a vision of
cooperative education—what it should be at and after the turn
of the century, and, more importantly, what changes would be
seen in the educated populace as a result of cooperative edu-
cation. We hope all involved in cooperative education see
some part of the vision in their work.

Why Cooperative Education?

What justifies spending precious resources on coopera-
tive education? Why are individuals, organizations, and insti-
tutions committed to education specifically about coopera-
tives? What justifies a call for further cooperative education
efforts in the face of restricted resources at all levels of the
business and education communities?

Before a vision for cooperative education can be defined
and justified, the purposes of cooperative education should be
identified and accepted with commitment. Full agreement by
everyone involved in cooperative education is not required.
Each audience for and provider of cooperative education will
have its specific purposes. However, several overall purposes
of cooperative education were identified in the task force
meetings and deliberations. The more important purposes are
listed here. They define a mission for cooperative education
broad enough to reflect many differing views of education,
but specific enough to include the limited goals and focus of
highly individual programs.



Better Cooperatives The character of the cooperative
business enterprise, based on the voluntary association of
individuals with a common specific business or economic
purpose, places great responsibility on members, directors,
and management to know the essential principles of
cooperatives and understand how principles translate into
successful cooperative decisionmaking and business conduct.
Cooperatives cannot provide services and income to users,
their primary purpose, unless they are operated in a
businesslike fashion with the full support of knowledgeable
members, directors, and management.

One purpose of cooperative education, particularly that direct-
ed to members, directors, management, and outside professional
advisors, is to set the stage for successful cooperatives.

Appreciation of Options Without a knowledge of what
cooperatives are, how they operate, and what they can do for
individuals, those who have a need for goods and services
cannot assess the benefits of a cooperative business enterprise
as one of the ways they may meet their needs. While the
general population is aware of sole proprietorships,
partnerships, and corporations as ways to organize and
conduct business in a market economy, many have had little
or no exposure whatsoever to the cooperative business
enterprise. If individuals and businesses do not know what
cooperatives are, their structure, and what they do for
members, they will be limited in their search for ways to
satisfy economic needs.

A second purpose of cooperative education is to provide every-
one with enough knowledge about the cooperative form of business
enterprise so they can to make at least a preliminary, informed
assessment of the cooperative approach as a possible option.

Business, Economic, and Public Policy Environment
Cooperatives, like all other businesses and institutions,
operate within business, economic, and public policy



environments. These environments may be very specific as in
the case of a particular law regulating or governing
cooperatives, or general as in the character of a market in
which cooperatives function. In any case, environments may
be greatly affected by what is known and believed about
cooperatives by business persons, the public, potential users,
and public policymakers.

A third goal of cooperative education is to provide sufficient
understanding to responsible individuals and public policymakers to
be sure the cooperative form of business enterprise is not disadvan-
taged by lack of understanding.

What Is Cooperative Education?

For this report, cooperative education is defined as teach-
ing that emphasizes understanding of the cooperative form of
business enterprise. Cooperative education is the process by
which we affect the relationship between the individual and
the cooperative organization in a way that supports and
advances the success of the cooperative endeavor. It is a set of
activities, actions, and programs designed to enhance an indi-
vidual’s knowledge of and attitudes toward cooperatives and
the use of a cooperative approach to solve economic, business,
and social problems. Cooperative education is more than pro-
motional or informational activities, job skills training, or gen-
eral member relations activities. It is not simple, basic finan-
cial or business strategy training, although in cooperatives
such training, by necessity, incorporates and implements
cooperative principles and concepts. In fact, such training fre-
quently provides the setting for cooperative education.
Because training on many different subjects integrates cooper-
ative ideas, those involved in such activities, in fact, carry out
cooperative education.

Cooperative education activities and programs are
designed to help individuals understand the unique princi-
ples, structures, and practices that distinguish cooperative



